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  DOING RESEARCH: SOME PRACTICAL ADVICE
   
When I started graduate school in 1990 at the George Washington University, our department chair, Jim Foley,
gave every incoming graduate student a copy of How to Do Research at the MIT AI Lab ... a document to which I
referred many times during my graduate career. It seems that there is much more about being a graduate
student and doing research that people don't tell you than what they do tell you. When I graduated and became
a professor myself, I realized very early that what I experienced was not only common, but nearly universal. So I
wrote Doing Research in the Behavioral Sciences for the students at my school to try to explain what I thought it
took to be successful. There are lots of opinions on this subject. What I've tried to do here is pull together a
number of resources to help you figure out what works for you. None of these documents will give you all the
answers you need. In fact, every situation is unique. Every student-advisor relationship is unique. Every thesis
and dissertation is unique.
While an academic life certainly doesn't suit everyone, I've found it to be rewarding and fun. I hope you find
these resources useful.
A note about the references here: Only a few of these are located on this web site so I can't guarantee whether
or not the links will remain valid. In some cases you will find the links on this page cross reference each other.
There isn't a lot of information like this out there for you.
WHO IS THIS FOR?
In all liklihood, this is your first time doing real research. Or maybe you're just beginning to think about graduate
school and you're wondering what it's like. Or possibly you're in graduate school and struggling with it,
wondering if you should stick it out or go join a dot-com. There are few things you will ever find that are more ill-
defined than "research" -- what it is and how to do it. You probably won't find the answers here either, but
maybe there will be some words of wisdom passed along by graduate students before you that you will find
helpful.
HOW TO DO RESEARCH
Doing Research in the Behavioral Sciences: Practical Advice for Graduate Students: This is
the article I wrote for the students at the Naval Postgraduate School. It is somewhat general
but it does have some specific points about our unique type of graduate students (military
officers) and the behavioral sciences which can sometimes differ from engineering or some other
discipline.
How to do Research At the MIT AI Lab: This is an html version of the document given to me.
It was written over a number of years by many graduate students at the MIT AI lab.
Although some of it is particular to MIT it is an excellent document. For those of you thinking
about doing AI, it is a must-read.
Graduate Studies, Research and Careers in Computer Science: This is an excellent site from
the Department of Computer Science at Iowa State University that is very similar to this one.
The Researcher's Bible: Alan Bundy, Ben du Boulay, Jim Howe, and Gordon Plotkin. This is a
very similar document to the one I wrote with more of a slant towards a technical thesis. I
recommend it as a different perspective from mine. They touch on all the important issues that
will be a concern to you.
HOW TO SURVIVE GRADUATE SCHOOL
Graduate School Survival Guide: Editted by Wanda Pratt from Stanford, a quick-hitting, to-
the-point, short guide for any graduate student. Some of it is pretty obvious but it's a good
checklist.
How to Be a Good Graduate Student: Editted by Marie desJardins of Indiana University,
amuch longer and in-depth discussion of all the things every graduate student should know.
See also How to Succeed in Graduate Schoo.
Graduate Study in the Computer and Mathematical Sciences: A Survival Manual: By Dianne
O'Leary of the University of Maryland Department of Computer Science, covers a wider
scope, from consideration of whether or not to go to graduate school to what you can do with a
graduate degree.
A Letter to Research Students: Written by Duane Bailey of Williams College Department of
Computer Science, this is an overview document, again similar to my essay but with yet
another unique perspective.
TECHNICAL WRITING
Advice on Research and Writing: Eka Ginting from Carnegie Mellon University on technical
writing particularly for Computer Scientists. This has somewhat of a programming languages
flavor but it is useful for all kinds of technical writing.
How to Organize your Thesis: By John Chinneck of Carleton University, starts out talking
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How to Organize your Thesis: By John Chinneck of Carleton University, starts out talking
about the graduate research process and moves into how to structure the actual document.
The Elements of Style, by William Strunk, Jr.: For those of you too cheap to buy the book,
this is an essential must-read for anyone who writes, not just technical writing. I recommend
you buy a copy and keep it on hand. This book has been a classic since it was first published in
1918.
Write Right for Research: Written by Tony Roberts of the University of Southern Queensland,
this is a short compilation on technical writing. It's not very detailed but gives a nice
overview of how to approach a technical document.
How to Have Your Abstract Rejected: By Mary-Claire van Leunen and Richard Lipton, this is a
somewhat humorous look at why good ideas don't get published. I believe there was a
similar article written especially for SIGGRAPH some years back.
Advice to Authors of Extended Abstracts: By William Pugh of the University of Maryland.
Sometimes you will not write a full paper for review for a technical conference but just an
extended abstract. Summarizing your main points in so short a space is a difficult task addressed
by this article.
How (and How Not) to Write a Good Systems Paper: Roy Levin and David Redell published
this article in ACM's Operating Systems Review specifically about how to present technical
ideas in a way that is useful to the community.
ORGANIZING A WORKSHOP OR CONFERENCE
Conference Organizer Tools (from IEEE Computer): These are the IEEE Computer Society
tools to help people organize workshops and conferences. There is a lot here for anyone who
is organizing a meeting.
Tips on Organizing Workshops and Symposia: Marie desJardins gives some useful advice for
organizing meetings and symposia. She specifically addresses issues about how to make the
most of the time from a technical perspective rather than just the details of managing a meeitng.
REVIEWING TECHNICAL PAPERS
A Scholarly Paper Referee's Guide: Ian Parberry writes about how to referee a paper. There
is very little written on this subject yet it is so important to the future of our field. Everyone
needs to know how to do this.
GIVING A TALK
A Technical Speaker's Guide: Ian Parberry strikes again with advice on giving a talk. This is a
summary document. He points to a more detailed one on the web.
On Talks and Slides: This comes from the Vienna University of Technology. It has practical
advice about how to structure a talk, how to put together your slides, and how to deliver the
talk.
How to Give a Good Research Talk: By Simon Peyton Jones, John Hughes, and John
Launchbury of the University of Glasgow, this is a comprehensive essay on everything from
talk preparation to nervousness, to making a slide set.
YOUR CAREER AS AN ACADEMIC (at least for now)
Networking on the Internet: Phil Agre from UCLA talks about the networking aspects of being
an academic; How to meet the right people for the purposes of getting your work published
or getting a good job. He specifically talks about how to do this via electronic media.
Avoiding Burnout: Andreas Gehmeyr writes about avoiding burnout, which is where you feel
like you have no good ideas and/or no energy to do anything original. A good thing to learn
how to deal with since it happens to everyone at some point.
How to Have a Bad Career in Research/Academia: This is a slide set from David Patterson of
the University of California at Berkeley. He attempts to give good advice by describing bad
career moves. Very interesting and sometimes non-obvious comments.
